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*This designation shall not be construed as recognition of a State of Palestine and is without prejudice to the individual 
positions of the Member States on this issue. 
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Introduction 
Iran is a key transhipment point for illicit drugs along the Balkan and Southern trafficking routes. As 
a result of the large flow of drugs through the country, combined with widespread socioeconomic 
insecurity due to decades of sanctions and domestic political factors, Iran reports levels of 
substance dependence that are very high by global standards. Iranian Drug Control Headquarters 
(DCHQ) reported that in 2019, an estimated 2.8 million Iranians (5.4 % of the adult population aged 
15-65) were living with substance use disorders (Mashregh, 2019b). This included an estimated 
225 000 regular methamphetamine users, a reduction from the estimated 400 000 regular users in 
2015 (Ghiabi, 2019; Mashregh, 2020b). It should be noted that estimating community levels of 
dependent or regular drug use is methodologically and practically challenging so the precision of 
estimates in this area should be viewed with caution. Since mid-2019, Iranian public officials have 
reported that methamphetamine use has been increasing due to the influx of cheap Afghan 
methamphetamine and a simultaneous rise in the prices of other drugs (Shahrar, 2020b; SNN, 
2019; Tabnak, 2019; YJC, 2020c) (2). 
In the Iranian calendar year 1398 (March 2019 to March 2020), approximately 950 tonnes of drugs 
was seized in Iran, an increase of 20 % on the previous year (Tasnim, 2020c). Some 80 % of the 
total quantity of drugs seized was opium, totalling 761 tonnes and representing a 22 % increase on 
the previous year. Although methamphetamine, known locally as ‘shisheh’ (meaning ‘glass’ in 
Persian), represented only 1.8 % of all seizures, 17 tonnes of the drug were seized, which was a 
considerable increase (208 %) on the previous year (see Table 1). There are now regular reports in 
the Iranian media featuring statements by authorities claiming that methamphetamine trafficking 
from Afghanistan is increasing, with traffickers appearing to use pre-existing opiate trafficking 
networks along the Balkan and Southern routes. In November 2020, the head of the Anti-Narcotics 
Police announced that between March and November 2020, Iran had seized 10 tonnes of 
methamphetamine, 9 tonnes of which were reported to have been trafficked from Afghanistan 
(Babaei, 2020). 
This report builds on the study published by the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug 
Addiction (EMCDDA) on the Afghan methamphetamine trade (EMCDDA, 2020) and addresses the 
threats posed by Iran’s potential emergence as a transhipment point for Afghan shisheh, as 
suggested by a reported increase in methamphetamine seizures originating from Iran and bound for 
countries in Southeast Asia and Oceania (e.g. Al-Mulla, 2020; Assegaf, 2020; Cormack, 2020). This 
report is based on interviews with Iranian drug treatment practitioners, law enforcement officers, 
United Nations (UN) officials and key informants involved in drug supply, in combination with an 
analysis of more than 70 Iranian newspaper articles and several Turkish, Kurdish and Australian 
news articles that outline the scale of methamphetamine trafficking from Iran (e.g. AFP, 2018; 
Merkezi, 2020; Sherwani, 2020b).  
 
                                                     
(2) Also noted in interviews conducted in 2020 with Iranian drug users, treatment experts and UN officials. 
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TABLE 1 
Drug seizures in Iran, March 2019 to March 2020 (based on official DCHQ statements) 
Drug types Tonnes Percentage of all drugs 
seized 
Percentage change from previous 
year 
Opium 761 80.1 % +22 % 
Cannabis 89 9.4 % −11 % 
Morphine 25 2.6 % +7 % 
Heroin 22 2.3 % −6 % 
Methamphetamine 17 1.8 % +208 % 
Other drugs (including 
opium syrup) (1) 
36 3.8 % +139 % 
Total 950.4 100 % +20 % 
(1) Opium syrup, known as ‘shireh’, is a refined opium product made by boiling a combination of opium with the residue of 
smoked opium (known as ‘sukhteh’) (Malekzadeh et al., 2013). 
 
Drug trafficking in Iran 
Cross-border smuggling of licit and illicit goods and resources is a protracted issue facing the 
Iranian state due to decades of international isolation (Farzanegan, 2009). The government’s Anti-
Smuggling Headquarters estimated the value of smuggling at USD 13.1 billion between March 2017 
and March 2018 (the Iranian calendar year 1397) (Financial Tribune, 2020b). The Iranian 
parliament’s own report on smuggling, which was presented at a parliamentary meeting on 12 May 
2020, estimated the value of smuggled goods and foreign currency in the same time period at 
between USD 21.5 billion and USD 25.5 billion, according to the press (Radio Farda, 2020a). 
Iran plays a pivotal role in two important drug trafficking routes: the Balkan and Southern routes. In 
2009, the United States Department of State estimated that 40 % of all opium produced in 
Afghanistan entered or transited through Iran (USDoS, 2009). Using data reported to the UN 
between 2009 and 2012, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) estimated the total monetary 
value of illicit opiates trafficked along the Balkan route at USD 28 billion a year, with gross profits 
made by traffickers in Iran estimated at USD 7.5 billion, or 27 % of the total monetary value of 
opiates trafficked along this route (UNODC, 2015a). Iran consistently tops the world opium, heroin 
and morphine seizure tables, representing roughly 91 % of global opium seizures (644 out of 
704 tonnes) and 33 % of global morphine and heroin seizures (46 out of 139 tonnes) in 2018 
(UNODC, 2020).  
Drug trafficking has had a significant impact on the Iranian criminal justice system. While figures are 
disputed, it has been suggested that that 38 % of all prisoners (about 80 180 out of 211 000) are 
incarcerated for drug-related offences (Radio Farda, 2020b). It is reported that between March 2019 
and March 2020, law enforcement bodies arrested 224 270 drug traffickers/dealers (Radio 
Zamaneh, 2020), and between March and May 2020 a further 64 827 individuals were arrested for 
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drug-supply offences (Tasnim, 2020c). To stem the flow of drugs, authorities have focused on 
preventing their entry through Iran’s eastern border with Afghanistan and Pakistan. Among other 
measures, authorities constructed 2009 km of embankments, barbed wire and canals, mostly 
between 2007 and 2017 along the eastern border (DCHQ, 2020). This focus on the eastern border 
reflects the large amount of seizures taking place there, representing roughly 76 % of all drug 
seizures between March 2019 and March 2020 (Shahrar, 2020a). To illustrate the scale of drug 
trafficking across Iran, in just one week in May 2020, Iranian police reportedly seized more than 
13 tonnes of drugs and arrested 3 056 individuals for trafficking/supply offences (Tasnim, 2020a). 
The majority of the drugs seized were opium (more than 10 tonnes), but also included more than 
43 kg of methamphetamine (Tasnim, 2020a). 
Following the withdrawal of the United States from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, often 
referred to as the ‘Iran nuclear deal’, and the re-imposition of sanctions in 2018, there has been a 
significant decline in the value of Iran’s currency, and the country’s economy is reported to be 
increasingly dependent on revenue generated through informal and illicit flows of goods and 
resources (GIATOC, 2020b; Westcott and Ismaeli, 2019). Research suggests that Iran’s western 
border with the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) has become increasingly porous in recent years, with 
a large number of Kurdish couriers carrying legal and illegal goods across the border into Iran and 
returning with illicit drugs, fuel and Iranian goods (Westcott and Ismaeli, 2019). Given the reliance of 
the Iranian economy on cross-border smuggling and the reported transformative impact of 
smuggling on ethnic minorities in Iranian borderlands, it is likely that the country will continue to face 
challenges in its efforts to address the flow of drugs across its international borders. 
Changes in methamphetamine production in Iran 
Over the past decade, Iran is considered to have been an important source country of 
methamphetamine for domestic consumption and trafficking to external markets (UNODC, 2019). 
While Iranian authorities claim that methamphetamine production started around 2008, when four 
illicit production facilities were detected in the country (UNODC, 2013), further research, including 
interviews with law enforcement, methamphetamine producers (‘cooks’) and UN officials, suggests 
that production is likely to have started a few years earlier, around 2004/2005. It is reported that in 
the early days, Iranian ‘cooks’ predominantly used over-the-counter (OTC) medicines containing 
pseudoephedrine, in addition to pseudoephedrine diverted from the pharmaceutical industry. A 
study of 50 samples of crystalline methamphetamine seized by the Iranian Anti-Narcotics Police in 
2010 found that ‘all of the methamphetamine samples studied … showed evidence which pointed to 
the use of pseudoephedrine as the starting material’ (Khajeamiri et al., 2012). After 2005, 
methamphetamine production and use appear to have rapidly escalated, reaching a peak in early to 
mid-2010. Iranian authorities now report, however, that methamphetamine is no longer produced on 
any significant scale domestically, but rather is imported from neighbouring countries 
(predominantly Afghanistan) for the Iranian market (YJC, 2020b).  
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Interviews conducted with UNODC officials in Tehran suggest that 111 illicit methamphetamine 
production facilities were dismantled in Iran in 2019 (3). It appears that methamphetamine facilities 
are still operational in Iran, although there is also a steady decline in the reported number 
dismantled by Iranian authorities since 2013 (UNODC, 2017b) (see Table 2). This development is 
thought to reflect difficulties in accessing precursors, the increased regulation of medicines 
containing ephedrine and pseudoephedrine and the declining value of the Iranian rial (IRR). Overall, 
it appears that Iranian producers now seem to be more commonly involved in final-stage processing 
of Afghan liquid methamphetamine into the crystalline form, or using Afghan-origin ephedrine, 
possibly synthesised from ephedra (EMCDDA, 2020), to produce methamphetamine for external 
markets (Alef, 2019; Tabnak, 2019).  
Historically, methamphetamine ‘cooks’ are thought to have obtained the precursors necessary for 
production by sending drug users to pharmacies to buy large quantities of pseudoephedrine-
containing medicines (4). However, interviews with methamphetamine producers and law 
enforcement officials indicated that various regulations enacted after 2010 in relation to OTC 
medicines containing pseudoephedrine, including changing the chemical composition of these 
drugs to prevent the extraction of pseudoephedrine (Tabnak, 2019), have complicated and raised 
the costs of methamphetamine production. As a result of regulations, producers started sourcing 
pseudoephedrine from the pharmaceutical industry. In 2010, Iran ranked fourth globally for licit 
imports of pseudoephedrine (UNODC, 2013), at 55 tonnes (INCB, 2011b). In subsequent years, the 
Iranian authorities limited pseudoephedrine imports and the production of medicines containing 
pseudoephedrine (Fahimi, 2019). The International Narcotics Control Board (INCB) reported that by 
2015, the annual legitimate import requirement for pseudoephedrine raw material in Iran had 
decreased by almost 70 % (INCB, 2016). In 2019, pseudoephedrine imports were reported at 
17 tonnes, with continued efforts by the authorities to reduce diversion from the pharmaceutical 
industry (INCB, 2019a). Overall, between 2008 and 2017, Iranian authorities seized 892 tonnes of 
precursor chemicals used for methamphetamine production (DCHQ, 2018). 
Moreover, the collapse of the Iranian currency has meant that sourcing chemicals and equipment 
from neighbouring countries such as Iraq and Pakistan, where payment is often required in US 
dollars due to the volatility of the rial, has become prohibitively expensive. In early 2018, the 
unofficial exchange rate (5) averaged about IRR 45 000 to the US dollar, while by October 2020 the 
unofficial exchange rate exceeded IRR 320 000 (although it averaged IRR 270 000 in November 
                                                     
(3) Interview 1, UNODC official, Tehran (remote interview), November 2020. 
(4) Interviews 2 and 3, Iranian methamphetamine producer, Tehran, April 2019, and follow-up August 2020 (remote 
interview). 
(5) The Iranian government’s official exchange rate is determined by the Central Bank of Iran (CBI), which historically has 
significantly overvalued the Iranian rial in relation to other major currencies (GIATOC, 2020b). This official exchange rate 
is only accessible to some Iranian businesses and institutions and for the trade in specific goods (e.g. basic foodstuffs) 
(Farzanegan, 2009). Throughout this report, the unofficial exchange rate is used (adjusted for the time when figures were 
quoted), as it is the exchange rate accessible to the majority of Iranians and the one by which the majority of trade, 
including the trade in drugs, takes place. 
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2020) (6). Overall, regulatory changes and efforts to prevent the diversion of precursors, coupled 
with the decline of the Iranian currency since 2018, have raised the costs and drastically lowered 
the profits associated with domestic methamphetamine manufacturing. 
Another contributing factor is an increase in the number of methamphetamine producers after 2010. 
A large-scale methamphetamine producer reported in an interview that when methamphetamine 
production started in Iran around 2004/2005, ‘cooks’ could expect to make a profit of up to 
USD 100 000 per kilogram (7). At the time, shisheh retailed for up to IRR 2 000 000 per gram, or 
about USD 200 (YJC, 2020b). However, subsequent years saw a rapid spread of 
methamphetamine production across the country, leading to higher availability and lower prices. In 
2013, 445 laboratories were dismantled (see Table 2) (DCHQ, 2015). Overall, Iranian law 
enforcement reported dismantling 2 036 methamphetamine production sites in the period 2005-
2017 (DCHQ, 2018). The entry of new ‘cooks’ on the Iranian market was also reported to have 
driven prices down considerably. In 2010, the price of methamphetamine was reported to have 
dropped by 400 % since shisheh had first become available in the early 2000s (Ghiabi, 2019). 
According to a methamphetamine ‘cook’ (8), producers could not expect more than USD 272-364 
(IRR 30-40 million) in profits per kilogram by 2018/2019 (9), and only then if they were able to 
source cheap precursor chemicals as they would otherwise operate at a loss. Knowledge sharing 
between Iranian ‘cooks’ and their labourers contributed to this growth of the industry, as novices 
learned the trade from experienced producers and were then able to set up their own production 
facilities. According to an Iranian ‘cook’ and Iranian law enforcement (10), many of the labourers 
were said to be Afghan nationals, and this may have contributed to the later developments in 
shisheh production to Afghanistan. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimates 
that 2.5 million Afghan nationals reside in Iran (both undocumented individuals and visa holders), in 
addition to more than 950 000 Afghan refugees (UNHCR, 2020). According to a UNHCR 
representative in Iran, the difficulties of Afghan nationals in obtaining work permits and visas in Iran 
have pushed them towards employment in informal and illicit activities, with the drug market being 
an important source of livelihood for marginalised and vulnerable Afghans (11). A ‘cook’ commenting 
on the recent reported decrease of methamphetamine production in Iran explained: ‘many became 
addicted, some [cooks] were killed, and some moved to Afghanistan and Pakistan’ (Alef, 2019). 
                                                     
(6) Based on data from Bonbast, for January 2018, October 2020, and November 2020. 
(7) Interviews 2 and 3, Iranian methamphetamine producer, Tehran, April 2019, and follow-up August 2020 (remote 
interview). 
(8) Interviews 2 and 3, Iranian methamphetamine producer, Tehran, April 2019, and follow-up August 2020 (remote 
interview). 
(9) At the average unofficial exchange rate in December 2018.  
(10) Interviews 2 and 3, Iranian methamphetamine producer, Tehran, April 2019, and follow-up August 2020 (remote 
interview), and interviews 4 and 5, Iranian law enforcement officer, Tehran (remote interview), August and September 
2020. 
(11) Interview 6, UNHCR official, Tehran, April 2019. 
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Lastly, interviews with law enforcement officials and an analysis of seizures reported in the media 
have indicated that both crystal and liquid methamphetamine, in addition to ephedrine, are trafficked 
from Afghanistan into Iran. In particular, law enforcement officials noted that liquid 
methamphetamine and ephedrine are smuggled in fuel trucks (12). The interviewees further noted 
that a proportion of the liquid methamphetamine and ephedrine smuggled into Iran is apparently 
processed into crystal methamphetamine in the country; this has also been reported by the Iranian 
media (Alef, 2019; Tabnak, 2019). As explained by two ‘cooks’ interviewed in an Iranian newspaper, 
payment for ephedrine trafficked from Afghanistan depends on the number of kilograms of drugs 
that can be produced from the precursor. For example, if 20 litres of ephedrine yields only 16 kg of 
methamphetamine, they pay for only 16 litres, as ‘otherwise it is impure’ (Alef, 2019). The ‘cooks’ 
reported that they would be satisfied with 20 litres of ephedrine yielding 18-19 kg of 
methamphetamine, since precursors are difficult to obtain, and ephedrine-containing 
pharmaceuticals are too expensive to procure (Alef, 2019). These interviews and an analysis of 
statements made in the Iranian media seem to indicate that Iranian ‘cooks’ have changed their 
modus operandi to either final-stage processing of Afghan methamphetamine, often in liquid form, 
or using Afghan ephedrine (probably extracted from ephedra) to produce methamphetamine that is 
mostly destined for external markets. This is a probable scenario, because Iranian ‘cooks’ are 




Methamphetamine production facilities dismantled and quantities of methamphetamine seized in Iran, 
2012-2019 (based on data from the DCHQ, UNODC Annual Report Questionnaires (ARQs), and 
supplementary interviews) 
Year 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 



















2 664 3 677 2 644 2 143 1 770 2 302 2 989 17 000 (2) 
(1) DCHQ annual reports do not provide data on the number of methamphetamine facilities dismantled after 2017. Figures 
for 2018 and 2019 were obtained in interviews with a UNODC official based in Tehran, November 2020. 
(2) Figures for methamphetamine seizures in 2019 cover the period March 2019 to March 2020. 
 
                                                     
(12) Interviews 4 and 5, Iranian law enforcement officer, Tehran (remote interview), August and September 2020. 
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The Iranian methamphetamine market 
After methamphetamine first gained a foothold in Iran, the prevalence of its use appears to have 
rapidly increased, as have the health costs associated with it. In 2010, it was estimated that one 
third of psychiatric hospital beds were occupied by methamphetamine users (DCHQ, 2015) and in 
2015 there were an estimated 400 000 regular methamphetamine users (Ghiabi, 2019). While the 
DCHQ estimates that there are about 225 000 methamphetamine users living with substance use 
disorders in Iran (Mashregh, 2019a), recent reports have indicated that methamphetamine use is 
increasing again (Shahrar, 2020b; YJC, 2020c). On 20 June 2020, the Deputy Director of 
International Affairs at the DCHQ stated that methamphetamine use is ‘unfortunately increasing day 
by day’ (Shahrar, 2020a). In another statement, a DCHQ official noted that methamphetamine 
prices are showing ‘a decreasing trend, and the rate of addiction to it is increasing’ (Radio 
Zamaneh, 2020). 
Decreasing prices 
According to the Secretary-General of the DCHQ, drug prices (excluding methamphetamine) rose 
by roughly 70 % between March 2019 and March 2020 due to the collapse of the Iranian currency 
(Mashregh, 2020a). While methamphetamine prices were also likely to have been impacted initially, 
they are reported to have decreased by roughly 80 % (13) between March and September 2019 
(Tabnak, 2019). This decrease in methamphetamine prices has been linked to the increased 
availability of cheap Afghan methamphetamine in Iran (Borna, 2019). According to treatment 
practitioners, as methamphetamine has become cheaper and more widely available, there has been 
a rise in levels of use, either alone or in combination with heroin (14).  
According to the DCHQ, the wholesale price of Afghan methamphetamine was IRR 60 million 
(about USD 320) per kilogram in June 2020 in Iranian provinces close to the Afghan border (i.e. 
Sistan Baluchistan, South Khorasan and Razavi Khorasan), while it retailed for IRR 200-300 million 
(about USD 1 070-1 600) per kilogram in central and western provinces (Shahrar, 2020a) (15). In 
comparison, in early 2019, wholesale prices for methamphetamine were reported to be around 
IRR 800 million (about USD 6 800) per kilogram in central and western provinces (16) (Tabnak, 
2019). In August 2020, methamphetamine sold for roughly IRR 400 000-500 000 (about USD 1.7-
2.17) per gram (17) on the streets of Tehran (YJC, 2020b), representing a reduction of over 50 % in 
                                                     
(13) The DCHQ did not specify whether this decrease in price was recorded at the wholesale or retail level. 
(14) Noted in interviews 7 and 8, with two Iranian treatment practitioners, Tehran (remote interviews), September and 
November 2020. Polydrug use of opiates and shisheh was also noted in Borna (2020c). 
(15) At the average unofficial exchange rate in June 2020. 
(16) At the average exchange rate in January 2020. 
(17) At the average exchange rate in August 2020. 
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street prices over the previous 12 months (18). However, in provinces closer to the Afghan border, 
prices as low as IRR 60 000 (about USD 0.26) per gram have been reported, although the experts 
interviewed noted that this figure may have been an underestimate (Radio Zamaneh, 2020). 
 
TABLE 3  
Methamphetamine prices at wholesale and retail levels in several provinces 
Methamphetamine prices Lower estimate (eastern 
border provinces)  
Higher estimate (Tehran and 
western provinces) 
Wholesale (kg)  IRR 60 000 000 (USD 320) IRR 300 000 000 (USD 1 600) 
Retail (g) IRR 60 000 (USD 0.26) IRR 500 000 (USD 2.17) 
 
Increasing seizures 
Iranian law enforcement reported methamphetamine seizures totalling roughly 17 tonnes between 
March 2019 and March 2020, a 208 % increase compared to the same period in the previous year. 
Although it is unclear how much of this was Afghan methamphetamine, Iranian officials have 
consistently stated that this large increase is due to the influx of Afghan shisheh (19). Between 
March and October 2019, the chief of Iran's Anti-Narcotics Police stated that 6 tonnes of Afghan 
shisheh had been seized along Iran’s eastern border and in eastern provinces (Borna, 2019). 
Moreover, the chief stated that in just one week in November 2019, more than 600 kg of Afghan 
shisheh was seized in eastern border provinces (Mehr, 2019). Therefore, it is possible that a large 
portion of the 17 tonnes of methamphetamine seized between March 2019 and March 2020 was of 
Afghan origin, and that the increase in methamphetamine seizures may be due to the expanding 
methamphetamine industry in Afghanistan. On 15 November 2020, the head of the Iranian Anti-
Narcotics Police announced the seizure of 10 tonnes of methamphetamine between March and 
November 2020, 90 % of which was reported to have been smuggled from Afghanistan (Babaei, 
2020). 
Methamphetamine is frequently seized in shipments that also contain opiates (see Table 4), which 
is likely to mean that pre-existing opiate trafficking routes are used for Afghan methamphetamine. 
For example, on 17 March 2020 a seizure near the border with Afghanistan found 592 kg of heroin 
and almost 74 kg of methamphetamine hidden in a truck carrying fuel from Afghanistan (YJC, 
2020a). In another incident in Sistan Baluchistan Province (bordering Afghanistan and Pakistan) in 
                                                     
(18) Based on observational data collected in open-air drug markets in Tehran, where methamphetamine prices in 
early/mid 2019 were reported at between IRR 1 000 000 and IRR 1 200 000 per gram. 
(19) The interviews conducted for this paper suggest that the methamphetamine seized in Iran is probably not 
systematically subject to forensic profiling in order to determine what starting material was used to produce it (ephedra 
plants or synthetic ephedrine or pseudoephedrine). However, Iranian officials have consistently stated that the increase in 
methamphetamine production in Afghanistan and seizures in Iran is due to the use in methamphetamine production of 
ephedrine extracted from the ephedra plant. 
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early June 2020, police seized 1.7 tonnes of opium, 369 kg of cannabis resin, 120 kg of heroin, and 
almost 98 kg of methamphetamine (Tasnim, 2020b). These examples show how Afghan opiates 
and methamphetamine are trafficked using the same routes, transporters and organised crime 
groups (see Table 4). 
 
TABLE 4 
Combined seizures of methamphetamine (> 10 kg) and opiates (> 10 kg) in Iran (1) 
Date Location Method Drugs seized 
17 March 2020 
(YJC, 2020a) 
Eastern border crossing 
(no further detail) 
Concealed compartment in 
fuel truck 
518.5 kg heroin ‘crack’ (2) 
73.7 kg methamphetamine 




Truck 159.4 kg methamphetamine 
58 kg opium 




Backpacks of smugglers 35 kg heroin 
12 kg methamphetamine 
3 June 2020 
(Tasnim, 2020b) 




1 740 kg opium 
369 kg hashish 
120 kg heroin 
97.8 kg methamphetamine 
22 June 2020 
(Borna, 2020b) 
Semnan Province Four passenger vehicles 450.6 kg methamphetamine 
278 kg heroin 
69 kg opium 
28 August 2020 
(IRNA, 2020a) 
Yazd, Yazd Province Passenger vehicles 
(unspecified number) 
380 kg opium 
32 kg methamphetamine 




Three passenger vehicles 1 970 kg opium 
19 kg heroin 
10 kg methamphetamine 
23 September 2020 
(Moj, 2020) 
Eastern Isfahan Province Three passenger vehicles 80 kg opium 
20 kg methamphetamine 
400 g heroin 




Vehicles and depot 941.2 kg opium 
411.2 kg hashish 
25 kg methamphetamine 
26 October 2020 
(Quds, 2020) 
Taybad, Razavi Khorasan 
Province 
Two passenger vehicles 35 kg methamphetamine 
18.1 kg opium 
Methamphetamine developments in South Asia: Study of the situation in Iran  
  13 
Date Location Method Drugs seized 
10 kg heroin 
200 g hashish 
15 November 2020 
(Hamshahri, 2020b) 
Khash, Sistan Baluchistan 
Province 
Three passenger vehicles 1 542 kg opium 
562 kg hashish 
51 kg methamphetamine 
(1) This is not an exhaustive list of instances when methamphetamine was seized alongside opiates. The table is based on 
a review of roughly 90 Iranian news articles from 2020 in which drug seizures were reported. Only seizures in excess of 
10 kg of methamphetamine and 10 kg of opiates are included. Furthermore, the table only includes seizures where Iranian 
police reported that the drugs originated from Afghanistan, or where the drugs were seized along Iran’s eastern border 
crossings with Afghanistan. Lastly, all the seizures included are single seizures from groups of drug traffickers. 
(2) Heroin ‘crack’, known locally as ‘kerack’, emerged after the Taliban ban on opium poppy cultivation in 2000, which led 
to a shortage of opium and regular heroin in Iran (Alam-Mehrjerdi, 2013; Alam-Mehrjerdi et al., 2015). The substance is 
often in solid form that turns into a powder when crushed, and usually contains a mix of heroin, codeine, morphine and 
caffeine (Farhoudian et al., 2014). The substance’s chemical composition enables users to inject it without the need to 
‘cook’ it first, as is required before injecting other forms of heroin. 
 
Based on information provided by key informants and drug seizures reported in the media, an 
analysis of satellite imagery of the Dougharun-Islam Qala border crossing was undertaken which 
highlighted the challenges of monitoring cross-border trade and stemming the flow of drugs through 
official border crossings (Figure 1). Dougharun-Islam Qala is one of the main official border 
crossings between Iran (Razavi Khorasan Province) and Afghanistan (Herat Province). Information 
provided by key informants highlighted that the capacity of Iranian law enforcement to monitor the 
flow of goods through this crossing is limited due to a lack of, or out of service, detection equipment 
such as X-ray scanners. Nevertheless, drug seizures including methamphetamine (e.g. Quds, 2020) 
regularly take place at this crossing from both passenger vehicles and trucks. 
The lack of functioning equipment has consistently been identified by Iranian law enforcement as 
one of the major obstacles to stemming the flow of drugs through the country, an issue that has 
reportedly worsened due to renewed sanctions on Iran since 2018 (Mashregh, 2020b; Shahrar, 
2020a). In Dougharun-Islam Qala, these issues are compounded by the large volume of goods that 
pass through the border daily. According to an Iranian official, up to 1 000 trucks a day crossed the 
border during 2019 (ECO, 2020). Satellite imagery shows that a large number of trucks are 
consistently waiting to cross into Iran from Afghanistan. For example, satellite images taken in 
March 2020 show several hundred trucks waiting to cross into Iran from Afghanistan. This has also 
been highlighted in other research (e.g. ECO, 2020). 
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Figure 1 
Dougharun-Islam Qala Border Crossing, 2016-2020 
 
 
The question of purity 
Iranian ‘cooks’ have claimed that the ephedrine entering Iran from Afghanistan is of lower quality 
than that produced or diverted from the pharmaceutical industry in Iran, yielding lower purity 
methamphetamine (Alef, 2019). The supposed ‘low quality’ of Afghan methamphetamine is 
commonly mentioned in Iranian news media by state officials, who claim that Afghan shisheh has 
more impurities and negative health consequences than ‘ordinary’ methamphetamine. As noted by 
the chief of the Anti-Narcotics Police in October 2019, ‘Afghan shisheh is very harmful and has 
many more negative health effects on consumers than other drugs … Afghan shisheh creates more 
dangers for the consumers’ (Borna, 2019). The Secretary of the Razavi Khorasan Anti-Narcotics 
Coordination Council (20) said in an interview that Afghan methamphetamine has ‘several times the 
destructive power of ordinary methamphetamine’, and that ‘it is offered at a very low price due to its 
high level of impurity’ (SNN, 2019). As far as this research could ascertain, these statements do not 
appear to be supported by any forensic testing. In view of research findings from Afghanistan 
(EMCDDA, 2020) reporting potentially high-quality methamphetamine production, these statements 
by Iranian officials are probably intended to discourage people from consuming cheap Afghan 
methamphetamine. As noted by Iranian authorities, ‘this drug is similar in appearance to ordinary 
meth and has no difference in colour, smell, or appearance compared to other meth. In principle, 
                                                     
(20) Razavi Khorasan Province borders both Afghanistan and Turkmenistan. 
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this drug is the same as ordinary meth, but with more impurities’ (Borna, 2019; SNN, 2019). Overall, 
further research is required to ascertain the purity and potency of Afghan-origin methamphetamine 
seized in Iran, as well as the possible presence of other harmful chemicals.  
Trafficking of methamphetamine from Iran 
A few years after methamphetamine production emerged in Iran in the mid-2000s, reports of the 
export of Iranian methamphetamine increased markedly. For this report, UNODC reports published 
between 2009 and 2020 (UNODC, 2009, 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2013, 2014a, 2014b, 2015b, 2017a, 
2019, 2020), INCB annual reports 2008-2019 (INCB, 2009, 2010, 2011a, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 
2016, 2017, 2018, 2019b) and EMCDDA reports (e.g. EMCDDA, 2014; EMCDDA and Europol, 
2019) were reviewed for additional information on historical and contemporary developments 
related to the trafficking of Iranian methamphetamine.  
There are some reports of methamphetamine being smuggled into Iran in the period before 2008. 
However, after this date there are an increasing number of reports of methamphetamine being 
smuggled from Iran to other countries such as Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand and 
Thailand (INCB, 2011a). By 2009, the UNODC had identified the trafficking of methamphetamine by 
Iranian groups as a significant threat (UNODC, 2011b). Iranian groups had attempted to establish 
production facilities for amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) in Malaysia and Thailand by 2010, and 
were particularly active in trafficking methamphetamine to countries in Southeast Asia and Oceania 
(21) (UNODC, 2011b, 2013). In 2010, more than 200 Iranians were arrested in Malaysia for the 
trafficking of ATS, and Iranians were one of the top two nationalities of individuals arrested for 
methamphetamine trafficking in Indonesia (UNODC, 2013). In Thailand, 82 Iranians were arrested 
for trafficking methamphetamine, and a total of 166 kg of crystal methamphetamine was seized at 
Suvarnabhumi International Airport in Bangkok in 2010 (UNODC, 2013). The UNODC’s World Drug 
Report 2012 noted that ‘seizures of methamphetamine in the region [Near and Middle East] also 
suggest that this market is emerging and expanding in Iran’, and that ‘branches of the Yakuza in 
Istanbul, Turkey, have begun smuggling into Japan methamphetamine illicitly manufactured on the 
territory of the Islamic Republic of Iran’ (UNODC, 2012). Based on Annual Report Questionnaire 
(ARQ) data submitted to the UNODC between 2010 and 2012, and analysis conducted by Turkish 
police in 2012, the UNODC identified the emergence of methamphetamine trafficking from Iran to 
Europe (UNODC, 2014a). For example, methamphetamine seized in Bulgaria in 2011 was 
perceived to have originated in Iran (UNODC, 2014a), and the EMCDDA (2014) noted that Turkish 
law enforcement had identified attempts to deliver relatively small amounts of methamphetamine 
from Iran to Belgium and the United Kingdom in 2011 and 2012. Overall, the review of UNODC, 
INCB and EMCDDA reports showed that Iranian groups have been particularly active in trafficking 
methamphetamine to Southeast Asian countries, often using air couriers (UNODC, 2010, 2011a) 
transiting Gulf States (such as Dubai in the United Arab Emirates) (INCB, 2011a) or Turkey 
(particularly Ataturk Airport near Istanbul) (UNODC, 2014a). Iranian-linked groups were also 
                                                     
(21) Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand and Thailand. 
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reported to have established methamphetamine production facilities in Japan, Malaysia and 
Thailand over the period reviewed. 
Iranian groups have been involved in methamphetamine trafficking since 2008, but a substantial 
increase in the quantities of methamphetamine trafficked from Iran to other consumer markets 
globally seems to have occurred during 2019 and 2020, and this was probably facilitated by a 
change from using individual air couriers to the smuggling by sea of large quantities along opiate 
trafficking routes. The EMCDDA and Europol reported in 2019 that incidents of trafficking of 
methamphetamine produced in Iran to markets in the Middle East and Southeast Asia using 
couriers transiting airports had not been reported as frequently as in the past (EMCDDA and 
Europol, 2019). Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that Afghan methamphetamine is 
‘piggybacked’ on heroin shipments smuggled along the Southern route (GIATOC, 2020a) (22). For 
example, the investigation that followed a seizure of 400 kg of heroin and 100 kg of 
methamphetamine in Sri Lanka in March 2020 suggested that the drugs had originated in 
Afghanistan and been trafficked from the Pakistan side of the Makran Coast. On this occasion, a Sri 
Lankan customs official noted that this was an ‘indication of an emerging trend of meth produced in 
Afghanistan being smuggled out through an already well-established route for heroin trafficking to 
different parts of the world’ (Pandey, 2020). Over the course of 2020, a number of record-breaking 
seizures of methamphetamine have been made in the Middle East and Asia, with the drugs being 
shipped from the southern coast of Iran or Pakistan and potentially of Afghan origin (see Table 5). 
Forensic profiling of these samples would help to determine whether the methamphetamine was 
manufactured from ephedrine extracted from ephedra plants (EMCDDA, 2020).  
In 2020, the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF) made a number of seizures in the Arabian Sea and 
Northern Indian Ocean. In October 2020, the CMF made its largest ever methamphetamine haul 
when it seizing 450 kg from a dhow in the northern Arabian Sea (AP, 2020; CMF, 2020a). In 
November 2020, the CMF seized a further 450 kg of methamphetamine and 360 kg of heroin from a 
vessel in the Northern Indian Ocean (CMF, 2020b). The origin of the ships carrying these drugs has 
not been made public at the time of writing (December 2020) and forensic profiling of the seized 
methamphetamine is reported to be under way. 
 
  
                                                     
(22) Research by the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GIATOC) has identified the potential spread 
of Afghan methamphetamine in eastern and southern Africa, with a new type of methamphetamine, known locally as 
‘Pakistani meth’ but likely to be of Afghan origin, emerging on the South African market in early 2020. This research also 
indicated that Afghan methamphetamine is transiting countries such as Mozambique for distribution in the region 
(GIATOC, 2020a). 
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TABLE 5 
Major methamphetamine seizures (> 100 kg) likely to have been shipped from Iran in 2020 
Date Location Method Quantity 
April 2020 
(Cormack, 2020) 
Sydney, New South 
Wales, Australia 
Concealed in water bottles 160 litres liquid methamphetamine 
(confirmed to be from ephedra) 
22 May 2020 (1) 
(Assegaf, 2020) 
Serang City, Banten 
Province, Indonesia 
Smuggled by boat to the 
Banten Coast 




West Java Province, 
Indonesia 
Boat, handing over to local 
fishing boat in international 
waters 
402 kg crystal methamphetamine 
4 November 2020 
(Al-Mulla, 2020) 
Kuwait City, Kuwait Hidden in salt bags in two 
shipping containers 
260 kg methamphetamine 
13 November 2020 
(Al-Batati, 2020) 
Coast of Mahra, 
Yemen 
Concealed in plastic bags 
on board a boat 
216 kg methamphetamine 
730 kg cannabis resin 
(1) The seizure followed a four-month investigation by Indonesian authorities into a drug trafficking network based in the 
Middle East, which had yielded a seizure of 288 kg of methamphetamine in January 2020 (it is unclear whether these 
drugs were trafficked from Iran). 
 
Turkey 
While the scale of methamphetamine trafficking from Iran and Pakistan along the Southern route 
may be increasing, questions remain about the trafficking of methamphetamine along the Balkan 
route, destined for EU Member States or onward shipment. Turkey has historically been a key 
country on the Balkan route for opiates trafficked to the EU, with heroin and opium smuggled into 
Turkey directly from Iran, or diverted through other regions such as northern Iraq (KRI) before 
entering Turkey. The EMCDDA has consistently reported that Turkey is the country in Europe 
where the largest amount of methamphetamine is seized, with almost 564 kg seized in 2018 (down 
from 658 kg in 2017) (23). Some methamphetamine production appears to take place in Turkey 
(EMCDDA, 2014; Enson Haber, 2017; Haber Turk, 2019), and the Turkish media reports that 
Iranian ‘cooks’ are active in the country (Haber 7, 2017; Merkezi, 2018). However, a review of 
seizure data and reports from the UNODC, the EMCDDA and the INCB also indicates that Turkey 
has been an important transit point for Iranian methamphetamine to the EU and/or East and 
Southeast Asia and Oceania (see, for example, EMCDDA and Europol, 2019; INCB, 2014; UNODC, 
2014a). Furthermore, as seizures of Afghan-origin ephedrine and liquid methamphetamine have 
                                                     
(23) Based on EMCDDA seizure data. 
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been made in Iran (24), it is possible that some of these drugs and precursors may be trafficked 
onwards to Turkey for methamphetamine production. 
In 2014, the INCB noted that ‘the Islamic Republic of Iran … was identified as the source of almost 
all methamphetamine seized in Turkey primarily destined to markets in East Asia’, following 
seizures of 403 kg of methamphetamine in 2012 (INCB, 2014). In 2014, the EMCDDA reported that 
‘evidence suggests that some of the methamphetamine produced in Iran and trafficked through 
Turkey along well-established heroin routes is destined for the European market’ (EMCDDA, 2014). 
The 2019 EMCDDA-Europol threat assessment report noted that methamphetamine originating 
from Iran ‘appears to be trafficked via Turkey to the European Union’ (EMCDDA and Europol, 
2019). The report further stated that methamphetamine produced in Iran is trafficked to consumer 
markets in Australia and Asia via hubs in the EU, often using air couriers through EU airports 
(EMCDDA and Europol, 2019). While the report noted that ‘although some methamphetamine 
produced in Iran … may be sold on EU drug markets, the evidence available would suggest that this 
is on a very limited scale’ (EMCDDA and Europol, 2019), the emergence of cheap Afghan 
methamphetamine trafficked through Iran may have the potential to compete with European 
producers by exploiting the Balkan route. Therefore, developments in the Iranian and Afghan 
methamphetamine markets appear to be of great relevance to EU Member States. 
In late 2019 and throughout 2020, reports of methamphetamine seizures in eastern Turkey, often 
involving Iranian nationals and Iranian trucks, highlight the continued need to monitor the flow of 
shisheh from Iran, possibly of Afghan origin, into Turkey. Table 6 shows a number of 
methamphetamine seizures in eastern Turkey in 2020. Moreover, indications of the flow of 
methamphetamine from Iran into the KRI and subsequently into Turkey also highlight the potential 
diversification of methods (e.g. from trucks to couriers crossing by foot) and routes. 
 
TABLE 6 
Methamphetamine seizures in Eastern Turkey in 2020 
Date Location Method Quantity (kg) 
March 2020 
(Hazar, 2020) 
Van Province Concealed in a truck 8  
August 2020 
(Celik, 2020) 
Agri Province, on 
border with Iran 
Concealed in a truck with Iranian 





Erzincan Province Moulded into the frames of oil 
paintings and game boards 
55 
                                                     
(24) Noted in interview 4, Iranian law enforcement officer, Tehran (remote interview), August 2020, and interview 1, 
UNODC official, Tehran (remote interview), November 2020. 
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(specific location not 
identified) 
Concealed in a van 3.5 
November 2020 
(Toprak and Ulu, 
2020) 




Kurdistan Region of Iraq 
In recent years both licit and illicit trade across the porous parts of the Iran-Iraq border has 
increased commensurate with the economic pressures faced by the two countries, particularly as a 
result of the stricter sanctions imposed on Iran. It has been claimed that Iraq is the main destination 
of Iranian exports among neighbouring countries, and that roughly half of Iran’s non-oil exports to 
Iraq are channelled through Kermanshah Province and into the KRI (Financial Tribune, 2020a). In 
April 2020, Iranian media reported that six official crossing points between Iran and the KRI were 
open (some of them had been closed for two months due to COVID-19), with between 700 and 800 
trucks crossing the border from Iran each day (Financial Tribune, 2020a). As previously mentioned, 
a large amount of goods is also smuggled daily across the Iran-KRI border, with Kurdish couriers 
carrying both licit household goods and illicit goods across the border into Iran and often returning 
with drugs (Westcott and Ismaeli, 2019). 
A 2014 academic paper noted that while amphetamine in the form of captagon tablets entered Iraq 
predominantly on ships from the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, methamphetamine was seized 
predominantly at land borders with Iran, and that it was ‘likely that methamphetamine manufactured 
in Iran is being transported into Iraq’ (Al‐Hemiery et al., 2014). The media has reported a growing 
problem of methamphetamine use in Iraq (TNA, 2018). However, the proportion of 
methamphetamine trafficked from Iran into Iraq that is domestically consumed and re-exported on 
the Balkan route for shipment to Southeast Asia and Oceania or onwards to Europe remains 
unknown. Moreover, it is also possible that a proportion of the methamphetamine produced in 
Turkey is trafficked into Iraq for domestic consumption. 
The Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) and Iraqi authorities regularly seize drugs passing 
through the country, particularly in villages in the KRI region where Iraq, Iran and Turkey meet 
(Sherwani, 2020a). In 2019, the KRG arrested 1 702 suspects (Sherwani, 2020a), and in the first 
half of 2020, the KRG arrested 586 suspects for drug trafficking/dealing or possession (Sherwani, 
2020b). Methamphetamine seizures in the KRI are reported with some frequency (Shilani, 2020). In 
July 2020, for example, the KRG’s Anti-Narcotics Directorate announced the arrest of two 
individuals for smuggling 15 kg of methamphetamine from Iran into the KRI, for onward shipment to 
Turkey (Sherwani, 2020b). Considering the daily volume of goods, and the limited capacity of the 
KRG authorities to monitor the border comprehensively, traffickers appear to be exploiting this 
border in order to smuggle drugs for onward shipment. Overall, the drug trafficking flows in this 
sensitive border area merit further attention and monitoring. 
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Based on information provided by key informants, a review of satellite imagery from a section of the 
border between Iran and the KRI was undertaken (see Figure 2). Through this review, a number of 
informal crossings were identified based on tracks visibly running across several sections of the 
border, indicating possible use by vehicles, persons and animals (e.g. donkeys). In addition, several 
potential sites were identified where smuggled goods could be temporarily stored before being 
distributed to couriers to be brought across the border. An analysis was also undertaken of formal 
crossings between Iran and the KRI. Figure 3 shows the growth of the Sheikh Saleh border crossing 
point between Kermanshah Province in Iran and Sulaymaniyah Governorate (KRI). This location 
was identified as a point of interest by informants due to the large volume of goods that currently 
cross on a daily basis and the low level of monitoring by authorities on either side. The Sheikh 
Saleh crossing was officially approved by the Iranian parliament on 7 August 2019. However, as 
indicated by key informants and verified by the satellite imagery, it operated as an informal border 
crossing for several years. The lack of border infrastructure (as seen in the satellite imagery) and 
monitoring equipment (as highlighted by key informants) underscores the potential for traffickers to 
exploit this crossing point for the smuggling of illicit goods. 
 
FIGURE 2 
Points of interest along a section of the Iran-Iraq border 
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FIGURE 3 




Methamphetamine trafficking from Iran to Australia illustrates the capacity of Iranian drug trafficking 
networks to adapt and supply drugs to international markets. Since 2018, there have been several 
seizures in Australia of methamphetamine with links to Iran. For example, in February 2018, two 
Iranian nationals were arrested in Sydney following a joint operation by Australian and Turkish law 
enforcement (AFP, 2018). The two men had organised the trafficking of almost 10 kg of 
methamphetamine from Turkey by concealing the drugs in jars of Iranian honey (AFP, 2018, 2020) 
within a consignment arriving by air cargo in Sydney on 29 December 2017. Postal smuggling of 
methamphetamine to Australia directly from Iran has also taken place. For instance, in October 
2018, Tehran’s Anti-Narcotics Police seized 1.6 kg of methamphetamine bound for Australia, 
arresting one Iranian in connection with the seizure (ISNA, 2018). 
During 2020, Australian law enforcement noted an apparent increase in methamphetamine 
trafficking from Iran, with Afghanistan as the potential country of origin (25). In February 2020, 
Australia’s Joint Agency Ice Strike Team (JAIST) (26) seized 11 pieces of artwork that were sent 
                                                     
(25) Noted in information provided by Australian law enforcement agencies between July and November 2020. 
(26) The JAIST is made up of South Australia Police, Australian Federal Police, Australian Border Force, Australian 
Criminal Intelligence Commission, Australian Taxation Office, Department of Home Affairs, and Australian Transactions 
and Analysis Centre. 
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from northern Tehran to Australia. The artwork was found to contain 32.75 kg of methamphetamine, 
which was reported as ‘high quality’ (National Tribune, 2020). The seized methamphetamine is 
reported to have been sent to the Australian Federal Police (AFP) for further testing in order to 
determine if it was manufactured using plant-derived ephedrine. On 24 April 2020, Australian law 
enforcement seized 160 litres of liquid methamphetamine concealed in bottled water (Cormack, 
2020). The drugs were shipped from Iran and arrived by air cargo in Australia (Sydney) in early 
April. Analysis by the AFP has indicated that the methamphetamine was manufactured using plant-
derived ephedrine (Kermani, 2020) (27). Moreover, in November 2020, 20 kg of methamphetamine 
was shipped from Iran concealed inside the pieces of a portable disinfectant tunnel (Mirage, 2020). 
The ability of Iranian drug trafficking organisations to supply methamphetamine so far afield could 
be viewed as a risk for Europe. 
 
TABLE 7  
Australian seizures of methamphetamine reported to be trafficked from Iran, 2020 
Date Location Method Quantity 
February 2020 
(National Tribune, 2020) 
South Australia Concealed in 11 pieces of artwork (post — 
unclear if air or maritime freight) 
32.75 kg 




Concealed in water bottles (air cargo) 160 litres 




Concealed inside the pieces of a portable 




                                                     
(27) Noted in information provided by Australian Federal Police, July 2020. 
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Conclusion 
This exploratory research has found evidence of a large increase in Iranian methamphetamine 
seizures reported to originate from Afghanistan in recent years. It appears probable that Afghan 
shisheh is smuggled along pre-existing opiate trafficking routes, particularly the Southern route and 
perhaps also the Balkan route, with the drugs ending up as far afield as Australia. 
Questions remain about the scale of methamphetamine (in both solid crystal and liquid forms) and 
ephedrine trafficking into Iran from Afghanistan. Preliminary data suggest that methamphetamine 
seizures in Iran have continued to increase from a record high of 17 tonnes in the period March 
2019-March 2020. Further work with Iranian law enforcement would be useful to determine the 
scale of liquid methamphetamine and ephedrine trafficking from Afghanistan, which could indicate 
further processing in Iran for onward shipment, and to estimate the scale of methamphetamine 
production in Iran using Afghan-origin ephedrine. 
Further research and engagement with Iraqi and Turkish authorities would be beneficial to better 
estimate the scale of methamphetamine trafficking westwards out of Iran. The porous border with 
the KRI seems particularly vulnerable for exploitation by drug trafficking organisations. As such, 
further monitoring of methamphetamine seizures in Iraq is needed. Forensic profiling of 
methamphetamine seizures in Iran, Iraq and Turkey would be advantageous to determine the 
synthetic route (ephedrine from ephedra, or otherwise) and would greatly enhance our 
understanding of how much of the methamphetamine or its precursors originate in Afghanistan. 
Additionally, monitoring and forensic analysis of methamphetamine seized along the Southern route 
would be needed to determine the potential scale of Afghan methamphetamine flows. 
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